including those who were in exile abroad. But these women remained marginalised in those groups, were denied leadership positions and in most cases given administrative or caretaking responsibilities, which reinforced traditional gender roles of women as secretaries, writers, nurses, cooks and 'mothers' or child minders (Hilsdon 1995, p. 82) .
In contrast, the militant nuns, though still conforming to traditional gendered images of the woman as moral guardian, discovered that they had 'moral power'. In this sense, they became much more effective than the women in other radical organisations. Not seen as wanting official power, but revered as moral guardians, these militant nuns became a successful pressure group. First Lady Mrs Imelda Romualdez Marcos, for instance, invited Sister Christine Tan to Malacañang four times for 'discussions' (perhaps to win the nuns over), the invitation itself evidence of the potential clout of moral power. 2 Sister Christine was later invited by no less than President Corazon
Aquino to be a member of the Constitutional Convention of 1986. Nuns stood in front of military barricades to protect demonstrators from potential violence. In most cases, they did succeed in preventing military violence (as in the People Power revolution of 1986), although there were some nuns who suffered beatings and torture by the military.
This paper argues that it was the nuns' unique positioning as ambivalent women that gave them power and legitimacy as political activists. 4 In contrast to other women in radical politics, these women succeeded in becoming visible leaders and symbols of political activism while acting as a pressure group vis-à-vis the dictatorship.
Traditionally, women are defined in terms of their kinship relations with men: as sisters, wives, mothers, daughters for example. Politics in the Philippines is not male-dominated but gendered: men exercised official power while women exercised unofficial power through their ties with male politicians-as wives, mothers, sisters, daughters and even mistresses of male politicians. Because Filipino concepts see power as held by the kinship group, women-though marginalised in official political positions-can exercise power as members of the kinship group. Women as the support system in kinship politics (the dominant dynamic in Philippine politics where political power is 2 Interview with Sister Christine Tan, Leverisa, Malate, Metro-Manila, February 15, 1993. 3 That is, their role as nuns unsettled traditional definitions of women by highlighting contradictory discourses about how women exercised power and the categories of traditional/modern woman. 4 That is, their role as nuns unsettled traditional definitions of women by highlighting contradictory discourses about how women exercised power and the categories of traditional/modern woman.
used to benefit the kinship group) are active political agents. Women as wives and kin of male politicians who exercise power through their male relatives are the political norm. Women radicals (apart from the nuns) shunned kinship politics, closing the door to power behind the scenes. Compelled to compete in a male dominated environment where male rules prevailed, these women radicals failed to claim leadership roles and were pushed aside as auxiliaries in the struggle for national liberation.
The militant nuns were theoretically unattached to men (though they still remained members of the kinship group, they lived in a world outside their families). And yet, by the end of the martial law period they had exercised power much like the traditional wives of politicians. Not claiming official power (or even desiring it), they were different from the other women in radical politics whose aim was to gain political power in the end. The nuns were much more similar to the traditional women, who as wives or kin of politicians acted as a pressure group behind the scenes. In fact, like these wives of politicians, they metamorphosed into 'politicians' themselves after exercising power Nuns were also ambivalent in the sphere of political power: they had 'moral power', but not political office. Their source of moral power was the Catholic Church and traditional definitions of the feminine, which conflated 'woman' with 'moral guardian'.
In the provinces in particular, Assumption nuns traced their 'moral power' to the respect they earned from the community through their activities such as providing education for the poor, negotiating with sugar planters for better conditions for sacadas (migratory seasonal workers who are employed to harvest sugar cane), and generally supporting the By the close of martial law, the nuns invoked this moral power in critical situations.
This newly found power then stood in stark contrast to their marginalisation within the male dominated church hierarchy. I argue that the experience of martial law when they discovered moral power also transformed them into feminists. They became the first women to challenge cultural constructions of the feminine. 8 Why? I suggest two possible explanations here. First of all, their ambivalent position as women unattached to men prevented them from practising kinship politics -in fact they represent the very antithesis of kinship politics (much more than the women in radical politics, who despite being theoretically opposed to kinship politics, discover that in practice this kind of politics is still alive and kicking within their organisations). Secondly, the nuns were confronted with the contradiction between their politically effective 'moral' power and their marginalisation within the male dominated church hierarchy. In the late 1960s and 1970s, the first feminist organisation MAKIBAKA was formed, but when martial law was declared, it was forced to go underground and it later faded away. The women here were only beginning to challenge the cultural construction of the feminine, particularly the image of Maria Clara (submissive, vapid, demure, timid woman made 'ideal' through the character of Jose Rizal's novel). The suffragists of the 1920s entered the new public spaces opened to them for the first time (went to university, founded women's universities, joined the professions), but they did not confront definitions of the feminine; instead, they merely extended it to include other things. Hence the suffragists were also beauty queens (Carnival Queens), heads of civic organisations as well as founders of universities. The scholarly literature on women's organisations in the Philippines concentrates on the tension between feminism and nationalism, the discourse on the woman question, political activism, feminist perspectives, and descriptive accounts of the various women's groups. 9 The consensus among these scholars is that, in the tension between feminism and nationalism, the priority of national liberation downplayed women's issues and prioritised other issues of social injustice, dictatorship, class struggle, democracy, violence and revolution. Primarily interested in women's activism in groups, scholars have chosen to focus only on groups that at one point or another may have grappled with the woman question (Claussen 1998 Witnessing the torture of political prisoners while she herself was under detention inspired Sister Mariani to join the Task Force Detainees and to take over the presidency in April 1975. Prior to that, an American Franciscan priest had been president for a few months, but he relinquished the presidency to her. The Task Force Detainees, or TFD, was dominated by women. It could loosely be classified as a women's organisation, for-although it was not an exclusively women's group-it happened to be dominated by women until the mid-1980s, when an equal number of men began to participate. The gendered nature of the TFD seemed to be a product of circumstances-the men were political detainees, and their wives formed an organisation to agitate for their release.
Militant nuns and wives of detainees cooperated in order to obtain documentation clandestinely on the plight of the political prisoners. The nuns in particular were deeply involved, as their activities included smuggling documents under their habits.
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A good number of nuns risked their lives in these activities. (obviously aware that nuns had 'moral' power before the nuns themselves discovered it), appealing for the support of the nuns. Four nuns responded. Once on site, the nuns linked arms (kapit-bisig) at the forefront of the picket lines to protect the striking workers. 21 This became a pattern of all subsequent participation in illegal strikes. In all of these strikes, the nuns stood at the front lines. The nuns would automatically come to the front of the picket lines, using their bodies as buffer to shield and protect the workers from military violence. They believed that as dedicated members of the religious community they had the duty to protect the workers, male and female alike, if need be with their lives. 22 Nuns were not immune from harm. There was never a guarantee that they would be spared; indeed they were hosed, arrested, and harassed by the military. There were incidents where nuns were beaten up at rallies. 23 Despite the risks and harassment, nuns continued to join demonstrations by workers, usually for higher wages; farmers for land reform; indigenous tribes to defend their tribal lands from seizure; and human rights activists for the release of political prisoners and against human rights violations. Gertrude Borres, Assumption Passi (Iloilo) was established because the planters wanted a school for their children. But because they were open to everyone and because they also sympathised with the sacadas and the NPA, they were seen as 'neutral ground':
'but we became a common ground, a leveling of all these things'.
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Sister Soledad Perpiñan (Sister Sol) , who was already a participant in the student activism of the 1960s, was drawn, like Sister Mary John, into the vortex of radical politics in the martial law period after she participated in the La Tondeña strike. Sister
Sol actually had a crucial role to play in the strike as a liaison person. Immediately after the strike, she and fellow nuns formed the Friends of the Workers, which organised Metro-Manila into four districts to facilitate support activity for the strikers: calling convents for recruits to woman picket lines; making church personnel aware of issues of social justice as well as appealing to the international funding organisations; and getting media coverage with the international press (since local media were censored).
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Her main contribution to political activism in the martial law years was as editor, writer, The nuns' habit also became a powerful symbol of moral power; and nuns as well as priests were extremely conscious of its 'spiritual potency'. Sister Gertrude was quick to point out that martial law was post-Vatican II and nuns and priests received a directive from Rome to dress like the laity and discard the nun's wimple for example. The aim of this directive was to ensure that the religious blended with the community and therefore would not be subjected to special treatment, such as seats in a full bus, for example. But she was quick to observe that, during demonstrations, the nuns appeared in full habit (complete with veil) and the priests showed up attired in their sutanas. 54 The nuns' habit symbolised moral power and had to be worn as an expression of that power. It signified both moral power and protection from male military might (symbolised by military men in uniforms carrying guns). It produced a visual contrast between female moral power and macho military might.
Enter Feminisms
Though militant nuns were very visible as political agents, there were only a handful of them at the start of martial law: only 200 radical nuns, out of a total of 9000 nuns in the country. While not all nuns were political radicals, the religious of St Joseph's and St Scholastica's, the Franciscan nuns, the Assumption nuns and the Good Shepherd nuns were among those particularly active.
53 Interview with Sister Soledad Perpiñan. 54 Interview with Sister Gertrude Borres.
It was these same radical nuns, from that small group of 200, who metamorphosed into feminists. Although the first feminist organisation in the Philippines was formed in the late 1960s as part of the Nationalist Youth, the MAKIBAKA (Malayang Kilusan ng Bagong Kababaihan, or Free Movement of New Women) was forced to go underground, aborting prematurely its mutation into a probable feminist movement with a nationalist orientation or, alternatively, a nationalist movement with a feminist orientation. It was only then beginning to criticise cultural constructions of the feminine, but still prioritised national liberation over women's issues.
The transformation from militant nun to feminist occurred in stages. Even prior to martial law, some nuns were already questioning the disparity between the life of poverty lived by millions of Filipinos outside the convent walls and the relatively secure and comfortable life in the cloisters. Sister Christine said she was feeling that somehow her vocation was 'fake', because of this disparity (and she herself came from a very wealthy family). conscientisation of women in terms of their basic human rights, in the context of oppression by men.
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In the late 1970s and early 1980s, some nuns were exposed to Western feminist ideas through overseas conferences. Both Sister Mary John Mananazan and Sister Soledad
Perpiñan cite these overseas contacts as influential in shaping their feminist consciousness. 58 Sister Gertrude Borres was in Paris from 1994 to 1999 when she was elected to the General Council of Assumption sisters.
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But a crucial factor that triggered empathy for Western feminist issues was the contrast between the 'moral power' they exercised politically and the fact that 'in the church we have no voice'. 60 In assemblies and political meetings, the nuns were assigned secretarial tasks, whereas the priests were often the speakers. 61 On the exclusively male leadership of the church, Sister Christine said: 'I have much against the male in the church, because they make all our laws, particularly about giving birth and abortions'.
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She also noted the contradiction between the women's lack of power in the church and the nuns' success in pressuring the bishops (who originally were silent) to declare martial law as illegal. 63 Such vocal criticisms of church patriarchy, as well as the political activism of these nuns, have provoked repercussions: Sister Christine, along with five sisters, was sent out of Manila and threatened with excommunication.
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The nuns were therefore political activists before they became feminists, 65 because it was the discovery of the disparity between the moral power they exercised as activists and their lack of power in the church that gave them first-hand experience of women's inequality. How is it possible to exert influence on a military dictatorship, while being ignored in the church hierarchy? According 'legendary') nuns were used to being underprivileged more than priests and they were in the best position to be feminists, because they could prove that they could live without a man. 66 At the same time, their previous experience in conscientisation seminars 67 meant that they had the organisational structure with which to disseminate their ideas to the rest of their congregation and then, through women's organisations and women's studies courses, to society at large.
In 1980 We [PILIPINA] make it a point to distinguish ourselves from some Western feminists kasi [because] sometimes they trivialize the whole thing, they make it a man-against-woman thing which we don't believe in. With us, it's a matter of how you get a woman to really maximize her whole potential.
Women's Studies workshops and seminars are also given to women in grassroots organisations at St Scholastica's. Her influence as a charismatic nun has also been cited by fellow Benedictine nuns as the reason why they also became feminists (Claussen 1998 , using the pseudonym Sister Justine Mananzan (n.d.; and Mangahas and Mananzan (1989 Aquino herself for not being more decisive and reviewing her achievements as follows:
'She restored for us a sense of pride but the people around her are not as sincere and honest.' 78 The price of her continuing political activism was an estrangement with President Aquino, costing her access to unofficial power. She persisted in participating in protests and rallies, including one that presented a play depicting the sufferings of the urban poor 79 and one that submitted to President Aquino proposals from a delegation of urban poor demanding a stop to the demolition of squatter communities and/or their relocation to sites a great distance away from their places of work. 80 That her continued activism was still fueled by her moral concern was evidenced by her rhetorical question, 'Is a [sic] legal necessarily moral?' Sister Christine was lamenting the fact that, despite promises by members of the Constitutional Convention that they would not run for office (for ethical reasons), some had gone back on their word and sought elective office. 81 In the Estrada administration (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) , she has been a controversial figure appearing often on television, particularly in the scandal involving the Philippine Charity Sweepstakes.
As Chair of the Citizen's Alliance for Consumer Protection, Sister Mary John criticised President Fidel Ramos's increase in oil prices, the expanded value-added tax (E-VAT), and the structural dynamics of a society where corruption was still rampant and only ten percent of the population benefited from economic reform. 82 True to form, nuns in groups were at the forefront of demonstrations against the E-VAT. 83 Sister Mariani Dimaranan clashed with Cardinal Jaime Sin during the Aquino demonstration (1986) (1987) (1988) (1989) (1990) (1991) (1992) , when he announced that there were no more political detainees under the Aquino administration, despite the fact that TFD had clearly found evidence to the contrary. 84 In more recent times, the militant nuns were again out in full were not only political activists, but also feminists (modern). However, their moral power was exercised unofficially. Refusing to claim official power, the nuns acted as a pressure group, lobbying politicians to initiate political and social change. is the reason for their effectiveness: though they demanded modern ideas and full equality and empowerment for women, they did so in the traditional way women exercised power. At the same time, they exuded contrary images: traditional images of women as moral guardians and modern images of women as militant (mataray-tough and militant, not sweet and placid) 87 and feminist. Since the martial law era, Philippine society has acknowledged the political influence of the militant nun -such moral power has been institutionalised with the presence of nuns in almost every demonstration involving social justice. But their feminist crusade within the church hierarchy has remained lacklustre. While moral power quickly became political power, enabling the nuns in political women's organisations to influence pro-women legislation, nuns remained marginalised in the hierarchy of the Catholic Church. Perhaps, moral power is effective in Philippine local politics (since men dominate official power), but feminist power is not translatable to real power in the Catholic Church. The Catholic Church, after all, transcends local barriers and has remained far more male-dominated than Philippine politics in the twentieth century.
